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Pop-Up Newsroom as News Literacy: 
Covering Poverty Through A Global Reporting Project 
Melissa Wall, David Baines & Devadas Rajaram 
 In this chapter, we describe how journalism programs in three different countries directed a 
project to collaboratively increase students’ Media and Information Literacy (MIL) about poverty.  
Students from the Asian College of Journalism  (ACJ) in India, California State University – Northridge 
(CSUN) in the US, and Newcastle University in the UK
1
 joined together in the fall of 2013 to lead the 
production of 24 hours of live news coverage about poverty-related issues.  Coverage was all online and 
done almost entirely through social media platforms.  
 Our effort focused on improving the students’ news literacy regarding the subject matter – poverty 
– as well as the ways in which new media tools enable students to produce live news in new ways. The 
vehicle for this effort was the Pop-Up Newsroom, a temporary virtual newsroom that has no permanent 
space or location. The Pop-Up Newsroom was first launched in 2012 in California and periodically springs 
to life to cover selected topics and events, hibernating until the next event.  This unconventional 
newsroom seeks to create new practices for journalism students that will help them break free from the 
traditional views of how to cover stories. It does so by incorporating new tools into their reporting and 
operating in a networked fashion that connects students with those they cover as well as ordinary citizens 
participating themselves in the events and topics being covered. It frequently operates from the streets or 
within neighborhoods and communities as opposed to a traditional newsroom.   
 The Pop-Up Newsroom project covering global poverty contributes to the discussion of where 
news literacy fits within the broader area of MIL and also builds on growing calls for MIL to take into 
account participatory technologies that are being enabled by new media and digital devices (Hobbs, 
2010; 2013) The project further embodies one of the goals some supporters of MIL have called for: 
Bringing together different countries to cooperate in order to produce new knowledge (Grizzle, Torrent & 
Tornero, 2013).  
New News Literacies 
 Some observers note that journalism courses and programs have been identified as part of the 
media “problem” in terms of reinforcing stereotyping and naturalizing social and economic divides. Even 
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attempts to reform existing journalism pedagogy through news literacy have been criticized. Indeed, 
Hobbs (2011) has argued that news literacy may merely glorify a mythical version of the news and fail to 
adequately help student become critical consumers or producers of it.  On the other side, critics suggest 
that media literacy proponents have in some instances aimed mainly to vilify the media as harmful to 
students while failing to take into account ways that media may be a positive tool for self-expression in 
students’ own hands (Fleming, 2013).  
 It is true that traditionally journalism programs have provided less emphasis on critiques of their 
own practices and systems and concentrated instead on building students’ media skills. That is, they tend 
to focus their energies on teaching students how to use technologies to report stories, emphasizing 
traditional forms for reportage, etc., rather than seriously and systematically questioning those tools and 
practices. Yet journalism and mass communication programs are the natural places, indeed important 
sites, for changing the ways that the professional media themselves produce content.  After all, the 
journalism students of today will become the news professionals of tomorrow. Thus, students’ own media 
production – their first-hand collection of information and fashioning of it into media messages-- must also 
be informed by a level of critical news literacy (Orozco, Navarro & García-Matilla, 2013). 
 A key entry point for MIL to influence journalism education has emerged in recent years: The 
paradigm shift created by participatory media. Bruns (2008) calls this change “produsage,” the blurring of 
lines between producers and user, while Castells (2009) identifies it as “mass self-communication,” the 
ability of individuals to produce content that could potentially reach a global audience due to the 
networked forms of information distribution enabled by the Internet.  These new forms have led some 
researchers to identify a new distribution system for news, “networked journalism.” Russell (2011) and  
Heinrich (2011) suggest that new connections have been established among and between creators and 
sources of news. All of these changes must also be considered in the development of new news 
literacies. Obviously, such thinking can lead to overblow techno-fantasies or a mythologizing of 
technology and must be taken with a measure of skepticism, as Castells (2009) himself argues. Yet these 
innovations do suggest that professional media including journalism are undergoing ground-shifting 
changes and MIL advocates would do well to take advantage of the possibilities offered by this shift in 
media cultures.   
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 For journalism teachers interested in MIL, these changes offer an opportunity to overcome 
previously entrenched news patterns to incorporate critical news literacy into the training of student 
journalists. Of course, as Rheingold (2008) suggests, simply teaching students how to use new media 
tools isn’t enough.  They need “social scaffolding” that establishes a structure for their voices to become 
public, to reach an audience with which they might engage (p.99). We argue that the Pop-Up Newsroom 
is an example of such scaffolding for MIL because it does not follow the traditional student newsroom 
structures that have been identified as replicating hierarchies and traditional practices (Mensing, 2010). 
This suggests that having students produce journalism with new tools and within new spaces could help 
them rethink story forms and reporting practices; to move beyond the accepted ways of producing 
journalism, and to explore journalism as a process within a participatory culture.  
 
Pop-Up Newsroom & Global Poverty 
The Pop-Up Newsroom sprang to life on Nov. 16, 2013 to cover poverty as viewed within the different 
countries in which the reporting was taking place.  The main vehicle for coverage was Twitter with each 
student using their personal account . Additional group accounts maintained by the students aggregated 
their content and a central account, @PopUpNewsroom, reposted select Tweets from each country. The 
management of the central account was done in shifts with India taking the first leg, passing to Britain for 
the second and finishing in the United States.  A social media aggregator, RebelMouse, was also used to 
automate aggregation of content by finding items posted online using designated hashtags, the most 
prominent being #livepoverty (See Figure 1).    
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Figure 1: Pop-Up Newsroom Content Aggregated on RebelMouse 
 
 Leading up to that day, each university department worked with its students to develop a critical 
consciousness about coverage of the topic.  The different approaches and sources of information are 
discussed below.  Each entailed discussing deficiencies in how the news media generally depict low-
income people and communities, what exactly was meant by terms such as poverty, etc.  In this way, 
students would have a critical understanding of poverty and previous coverage before producing any 
themselves. One of the first issues the professors who ran the project faced was the ways in which the 
topic itself was best labeled.  Each university chose its own designation. See Table 1 below for numbers 
of participants, key term chosen for the project by each university and a summary of preparation 
methods. 
Table 1: Pop-Up Newsroom Numbers of Participants, Terminology and Preparation 
Country Number of students 
participating 
Terminology  Preparation 
Asian College of 
Journalism, India  
60 Deprivation  Interviews with 
poverty experts  
California State 
University Mass 
Communication, USA 
15 Poverty  Pre-event reading and 
discussion  
Newcastle University, 
Program, UK 
49 Austerity Pre-event reading and 
discussion, poverty 
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speaker 
 
The Indian team initially chose deprivation as their keyword based on the content of their existing 
curriculum, which includes a focus on its poorest citizens (see below for details.)  The British team, 
dealing with the dramatic impact of the global economic downturn that began in 2008 and brought 
massive cutbacks in social services, initially chose “austerity.”  While similar cutbacks had occurred in the 
United States, the American team choose the word “poverty” to provide a broader framework for their 
stories. Each team’s keyword evolved through reflection and discussion to include other terms sometimes 
including those of the other teams because these were considered to better reflect people’s lived 
experience. Students in all countries developed a critical awareness of the importance of specific words 
(and images) in challenging or reinforcing prejudice and marginalization in both their reporting and their 
interactions with those whose voices they sought to host.  Each country’s strategy and outcome is 
outlined below.  
 
India 
The Asian College of Journalism, whose participants were master’s level students, came to the 
project with the topic of poverty already a priority.  According to a World Bank study (2013) one in three of 
the world's poorest people – 400 million - are living in India, the world's second-fastest growing economy. 
The country’s problems are compounded by poor health services, child malnutrition and inadequate 
education and training. Almost half of students drop out of school by the age of 13 and only one in ten 
people have received any form of job training. However, most of the mainstream news media in India give 
very little coverage to the dire state of the poor and economic deprivation of its large population. 
In response, the ACJ curriculum has a permanent news project in the form of its  “Covering 
Deprivation” module, which is a mandatory part of the curriculum for all students. It is believed to be the 
only one of its kind taught by a journalism school anywhere in the world. The module defines “deprivation” 
as the inability of individuals in a society to live a long and healthy life free from avoidable disease and 
hunger, and the opportunity to be educated and to have access to resources needed for a socially 
acceptable standard of living.   
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For the Pop-Up Newsroom, 60 master’s level students at ACJ almost all from India but also Sri 
Lanka and Bangladesh participated.  The project enabled the students to delve deeper into the issue of 
poverty and examine the causative factors that lead to deprivation. They started with weeks of 
preparation to learn and practice live mobile reporting as a means of covering poverty. Because of the 
large number of students involved and the scope of the problem in India, professors and students 
identified specific sub-topics under “poverty” such as the elderly or sexual minorities.  In addition, ACJ 
made some of its own preparations for Pop-Up Newsroom available to the public, such as posting a 
series of video interviews with poverty expert Prof. K Nagaraj, to YouTube (Dhanjal, 2013).  See Figure 2 
below: 
 
 
Figure 2: Interview with Prof. K Nagaraj on Economic Inequality  
of Elderly People in India Posted to YouTube  
 
 
Thus, even people not directly part of the project could watch and learn from his discussion of 
topics such as news coverage of India’s slums, gender and economic inequality, etc.  One of the key 
lessons the students learned was that social attitudes toward one’s gender, caste and sexual orientation 
are also major reasons for poverty in India.   
 
 
United Kingdom 
Newcastle University students were predominantly masters level, with two reading for PhDs; they 
had started their journalism, and in a few cases, public relations, courses just seven weeks before the 
pop-up news project. Around 85 percent of the cohort came from outside the UK and represented 17 
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countries, as well as Britain. These included the USA, Western and Central European, Middle Eastern, 
African and Asian nations. Students from China made up the largest single cohort.   
So, for many, Britain was an unfamiliar country with a cultural landscape which was difficult to 
negotiate. When tutors announced the project, some students were surprised that poverty existed in 
Britain. UK Government figures for relative income poverty, the most commonly used standard, 
(households below 60% of mean disposable national income) showed that in 2011/12, after housing costs 
were considered, 27%, (3.5 million) children, and 21% (7.9 million) working age adults were in poverty
2
.
 
Some students – British as well as overseas - found such conceptions of poverty to be very different from 
their own cultural and social norms and this led to rich, reflexive discussion, engagement and analysis. 
Students began preparations with a lecture from Newcastle Professor of Education Technology 
Sugata Mitra, whose research explores complexities relating to deprivation and education in India and 
Britain. They were then directed to a series of studies by the social research institute the Joseph 
Rowntree Foundation (JRF) on poverty and the media (McKendrick, et al 2008; Robinson, et al 2009). 
These studies highlighted the invisibility of poverty in much of the media and the lack of reporting on 
causes and consequences. Where there was coverage, it focused on “blame” and distinctions between 
”deserving” and “undeserving” poor. Students were also directed to a guide for journalists on reporting 
poverty, produced by Britain’s Society of Editors and the Media Trust charity in association with JRF 
(Seymour, 2009), which prompted further discussion and reflexivity. They then began making contacts, 
primarily through organizations that worked to support people living in poverty.  
Students set out to meet, build trust with and give salience to the voices of people for whom 
poverty was a lived experience, voices little-heard in mainstream media. Some organizations, such as 
Newcastle City Council and a food bank, were helpful but students found many shielded their clients from 
the students for fear that media contact would be injurious to “vulnerable” people. Few students had their 
own local networks, and they found institutional voices speaking on behalf of others in their work. Their 
wish to feature least-heard voices was often frustrated. But many did persevere, made connections, and 
uncovered personal narratives, insights, and accounts of and reflection on lived experience.  
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Newcastle students later reflected that they had not engaged as fully as they needed to with 
Twitter, however, and while they produced a range of rich, complex reports on the website, these were 
not opened up to as wide an audience as might have been because they were not tweeting links to them.            
 
United States 
 At California State University- Northridge, 15 master’s level students in the Mass Communication 
program participated in the Pop-Up Newsroom. Of these students, 4 were from outside the US (2 Danish, 
1 Chinese and 1 Jamaican). They began their preparation for their participation in Pop-Up Newsroom by 
reading and discussing articles about poverty and the ethics of its coverage from a special issue of the 
Journal of Mass Media Ethics. The articles included “The Ethics of Poverty Coverage” (Wasserman, 
2013); “Detroit: Exploiting Images of Poverty” (Borden, 2013); and “Finding Porn in the Ruins” (Vultee, 
2013).  The readings helped students heighten their awareness of the ways U.S. news media coverage of 
poverty is often one-dimensional and stereotypical.  Students were particularly surprised to see the word 
“porn” associated with media images of low-income people and neighborhoods. This keyword spurred a 
rethinking of what it would mean to cover poor people – from where the students should look for poverty 
stories to the ways in which they might be given more of a voice.   
In their resulting coverage, most students sought a different angle for their reporting. Among there 
stories, they covered a youth soccer program for at-risk girls that brought together the girls and their 
parents, a volunteer-run nonprofit that provides free health care for low-income residents and an 
information fair for homeless military veterans. Instead of merely harvesting information, students 
appeared to have built relationships with the communities they covered.  For example, two students 
covering the veterans’ event were asked to participate in a radio show being produced by homeless 
people, learning about how this group produced media content about itself  and becoming the interviewed 
as well as the interviewers (See Figure 3 below). 
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Figure 3: Tweet showing a CSUN Student being interviewed by Skid Row Radio 
 Another change in perspective was evident in the ways students presented statistics about 
poverty within the US and California (46 million or 15 percent of Americans are living in poverty in 2012, 
with California slightly higher). This information was presented through social infographics, which are 
created through website tools that make them sharable online.  Thus, they could easily create colorful 
graphics and put the emphasis on sharing that content even within their personal social networks, which 
led to discussions with the student’s Facebook friends. 
 Not all students sought different settings for their stories; some gravitated to Los Angeles’ Skid 
Row, where poverty is highly concentrated among homeless people. They later realized they had sought 
these images because they were the ones regularly featured on local television newscasts, particularly at 
the holidays. By seeing how they had previously normalized this reporting perspective, they reached a 
critical reflection on their work that is often absent in the typical reporting classes. Part of how students 
came to these realizations was through the writing of reflection papers and the creation of videos, 
Facebook posts and other online forms that allowed them to look back at their coverage and ponder what 
they had created. In this way, their literacy was both exercised within their project but just as importantly 
became a point of self-analysis. They wanted, indeed appeared to need, to not merely create content but 
consider the meaning of what they created.  
 
Conclusion 
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 A key component of this project was its international aspect, which also played a role in helping 
students further develop their understanding of poverty and how it is constructed by media. Listening to 
how poverty was talked about by students in other cultures and seeing how they used information to 
produce news about poverty allowed them to better see its constructed nature and how local conditions 
and values shape those constructions. Seeing the news through these comparisons became another 
outcome of the project.   
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